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THE DEVELOPMENT OF ART EDUCATION IN AMERICA
1900-1918
Jerry Josserand

I. Important events
A. War
Probably the greatest single factor tending to slow
any progressive movement of art and art education during
this period was World War I.
The war years 1914 to 1918 slowly whittled away
much of the energy and zest that would otherwise
have brought a consolidation of many valuable
elements in art education.
By 1920, many once-valued intellectual
and aesthetic movements seemed to have been
forgotten. As an example, what child study
revealed of the processes and products of
child art was by no means lost, but it faced
the necessity of new evaluation in the light
of Freud, of the behaviorists, and Gestalt
psychology. (6, p. 148)
The young teachers of elementary and secondary schools,
after World War I, began to synthesize, as best they
could, the ideas given them by the psychologist, artists,
teachers, photographers, architects and museum directors.
B. Communications and transportation
Marconi sent a wireless message across the Atlantic
in 1907.

1915 saw long distance phone service completed

from New York City to San Francisco.
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In 1903 the Wright brothers, Wilbur and Orville, were
the first to fly a powered airplane.

In 1905 Henry :Ford

adopted mass production for the rapidly advancing popularity
of the Model-T motor car.

Steam turbines in boats began

setting records wherever they were used in 1906.

The

Panama Canal completion, in 1915, shortened the distance
from Liverpool to San Francisco from 13,502 miles to
7,836 miles.

Railway mileage passed the quarter million

mile mark in 1916.
C. Educational acts and laws
"State Marine School Act, 1911-

This act provided

training for anyone planning a sea-faring career.

It also

introduced the principle of "matching" federal aid by
state and local funds.
Smith-Lever Act, 1914-

The purpose: the diffusion of

useful and practical information in agriculture and home
economics through instruction and field demonstration.
Smith-Huges Act, 1917-

The purpose: to benefit those

interested in:
Agriculture
Trade or industry
Home economics." (10, p. 96)
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D. Meetings, conventions and art shows
In 1901 the Council of Supervisors of the Manual Arts
organized and met.

Their chief purpose was planning the

advancement of the manual arts of drawing, design and
constructive work in the public schools.

Membership was

limited and all members were expected to further their
cause by contributing articles or taking part in discussion
programs at annual meetings.
In 1914 at the St. Louis Exposition, the so called Arts
and Crafts Movement made its appearance and correlation of
art and manual training began to come about.
The San Francisco and the San Diego Exposition of 1915
showed still closer co-operation between the two.

Projects

with a definite practical use in mind, combined with the
beauty of good design replaced the stereotyped projects
of the past.
In the summer of 1908 the Third International Drawing
Congress was held in London.

Several reports concerning

the exhibits followed in School Arts from September to
June, 1909.

One of these was a very enthusiastic review

of children's work done under the supervision of a
Professor Franz Cizek in Vienna.
on Cizek for School Arts readers:

Miss Lucy Silke reported
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The free paper tearing and cutting from
memory without drawing, the exercises in original
construction and in colored poster work are not
of course new with us, but they were here made
the vehicle for creative expression to an extent
seen nowhere else in the exhibition. The subjects
had been sympathetically chosen, simple materials
had been developed to their full possibility, and
the tendency to small, cramped drawings which is
the result of too early restriction of the pencil
point, has been to a large degree overcome; moreover, by means of appeals to an imaginative equipment in this case above the average, the interest
had been sustained so that the work had not become
formal but remained one of that acquired in play,
in which the child's desire to realize his mastery
over his own small world is expressed in his
tireless repetition of processes and his keen
interest in the growth of his own skill.,.it argues
well for the future of art education that a
practice school of this character should be incorporated among the regular departments of a leading
art school like that of Vienna. (6, pp. 137-8)
The exhibit of "The Eight" was held in the gallery of
William Macbeth in 1908.

It was, to say the least, very

disturbing to the art world.
long since been accepted.

The novelty it offered has

To get the art world in an uproar,

all they did was to change not their style of painting, but
the paintings' contents.

They entered, as examples of

serious paintings, pictures of common-place events, boys
taking care of pigeons on rooftops of slums, shopworkers
going to a dance hall, or a portrait of a burn.

At this
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time, subjects like these were considered distasteful as
"fine" art because the events painted were common, not
elevating; however, the method of painting was easily
understood.
The group was lead by Robert Henri and John Sloan and
included Arthur B. Davies, George Luks, Everett Shinn,
Ernest Lawson, Maurice Prendergast and William Glackens.
They had other nicknames given them such as the "Newspaper
School" by journalists because several of them were
illustrators; "The Ash Can School 11 because of their backalley subjects.
In April of 1912 the Gallery at 291 Fifth Avenue or
"291", as it will later be called, presented its first
exhibit of children's drawings.

It was enjoyed by all,

including the critics, and particularly so by a Mr.
Harrington of the Herald, who said, "291 was a Nursery
of Genius." (7, p. 201)
Undoubtedly the most outstanding and also the most
influential exhibition of the period was the International
Exhibition of Modern Art by the American Painters and
Sculptors Association, better known as the Armory Show.
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Arthur B. Davies, of the "Eight", was, if anyone person
can be singled out, the chief organizer of the enormous
show.

He contracted canvases from all the big European

exhibits of the year before its opening in 1913.

The

upcoming show was widely publicised in newspapers and
magazines, and New York was plastered with notices of the
coming circus.

The fever rose as opening night neared,

for this was to be a first of its kind for the big city
and the American people as well.
Opening night arrived.

The public entered a huge, block

long drill-hall filled with pictures.

And what pictures!

It was a rainbow of color with over two thousand canvases
ranging as much in content as they did in size.

The now

famous names of Degas, Courbet, Renoir, Van Gogh, Picasso,
Delacroix, Gauguin, Duchamp, Matisse and Cezanne branded
the flaming masses of color covering the once bare walls.
Logan, in his book, The Growth of Art in American Schools,
says this about the show,
The story of the Armory Show is a perennial
favorite among artists and writers, probably
because it is one of the few times that a
carefully planned event lived up to its a:ivance
billings and to the hopes of its sponsors.
This 1913 event introduced to the New York City
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art world Post-Impressionism, Fauvism, Futurism,
and Cubism. Works in these categories were
the spectacular items which caught the eyes of
newsmen, caricaturists, guardians of the public
morals and all the artists, young and old, the
most conservative ones, and those most eager to
welcome change. More quietly, the exhibit showed
much, European and American, of the nineteenth
century which unfortunately had been missing in
the public and private American galleries. (6, p. 129)
The critics and newspapers had gathered enough information
to last them weeks by just walking through the exhibit.
Although they had to admit the force of some of the now
better knowns, the rest was bedlam.

For over a year the

controversy went on.
In Scribner's for April, 1914, Kenyou Cox
protested against Cezanne for a lack of training,
against Rodin as head of the "Shock-yourGrandmother" brigade, against Matisse as being
without any talent. He assailed modern art as
"putrefaction'', and insisted, in clesing, that
there was only one word for the whole development-' and that word is anarchy.'· (7, pp. 224-5)
In the meantime a Chicago connoisseur and progressive,
Arthur Eddy, had written a book entitled, Cubism and
Post-Impressionism.
manner.

It was written in a very refreshing

He examined the origins, accomplishments and the

shortcomings of the schools and placed them in their
historic development.
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And how did the lay person react to the show?

Theodore

Roosevelt objected to what he called "the lunatic fringe
in this exhibition."

(7, p. 221)

Others just laughed.

Nude Descending the Staircase by Marcel Duchamp seemed to
catch the brunt of the storm of words.

Thousands stood

before it and looked both puzzled and angry but very seldom
pleased.
Another observer, Professor Joel Spingarm,
lecturer and esthetician from Columbia University
did, however, see the real import of the show.
"The opening night," he was quoted as saying,
'seemed to me one of the most exciting adventures I
have experienced, and this sense of excitement
was shared by almost everyone who was present •••.
What moved me strongly was this: I felt for the
first time that art was recapturing its own
essential madness at last, and that the modern
painter-sculptor had won for himself a title of
courage that was lacking in all the other fields
of art."(7, p. 223)
Yes, American art had come out of the shadows into the
sunlight.

That was the outcome of the Armory Show.

II. Important men in art education
A. Henry Turner Bailey graduated from the Massachusetts
Normal Art School.

He had a tremendous influence on

public school art education.
all for the best.
Book in 1901.

Unfortunately, it was not

He became editor of the School Arts

During his editorship there were many new
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ideas in art education taking place.

Some of these ideas

he would not accept and his limitations in art interpretation
were widely circulated in the magazine.
B. John Dewey, in 1904 left the University of Chicago
and the Laboratory School that he had helped start, to
join the Teachers College faculty at Columbia University.
The art work taught at the lab school clearly showed the
philosophy Dewey developed toward art education.

The art

work was very closely connected to the lesson of the day
or week.

The faculty, with the help of an art teacher,

sought the child's true expressions in art work.

Their

chief interest was in the child's gradual gains in art
experiences rather than the naturalistic drawing standards
set up by adults.
"Instrumentalism, pragmatism, experiences and experimentation are key words in the educational philosophy of
Dewey.
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(2, p. 69)

Art as Experience is probably the best

known of his books to affect the art education in America.

c.

Alfred Stieglitz was not an art educator of the

schools, but he did much toward educating the people of
America to accept the art of their day.
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Stieglitz was a creative professional photographer and
in 1897 became active in the Society of American Photographers.
In 1903 he began to edit the magazine, Camera Notes.
1905 it was renamed Camera Work.

In

In the same year he

started his career as exhibitor of experimental work in
photography.

He combined with the photos the most radical

contemporary European and American drawings, paintings, and
sculpture.
Over the years, the Little Gallery at 291 exhibited the
works of Picasso, Van Gogh, Picabia, Rodin, Matisse,
Toulouse-Lautrec, Cezanne and Renoir.

John Marin, Alfred

Maurer and Max Weber were some of the younger American
artists' names that found room on the walls at 291.

Even

though 291 was very small, in comparison to most galleries,
it had many visitors in its first seven years, nearly two
hundred thousand.
In 1913 the first one-man show given to the Rumanian
sculptor, Constantin Brancusi, blessed the tiny gallery.
The gallery flourished with many one-man shows and
eventually, through some of its followers, lead to the
organizing of the Armory Show.
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D. "Arthur Wesley Dow was fortunately the dominant
influence in the first quarter of the 20th century-fortunately, because the foundation of his work was
good. 11 (6, p. 109)
Dows' first book, Composition, concentrated on teaching
the child to master the element of line and value.

•He

1

continued to broaden his viewpoint and was influenced by
Dewey so that in the revised edition of Composition in
1913 there was an attempt to relate art activities to
life needs. 11 (4, p. 9)
In 1908 he saw published his second book, The Theory
and Practice of Teaching Art.

To give the reader an idea

of what to expect, he wrote in the introduction, "The
purpose of art instruction is the development of creative
powers •••• the education of the whole people of appreciation.
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(3, p. 1)

It was contended and accepted by a host of
teachers trained under Dow that "a better understanding of the true usefulness of art recognizes
creative powe~ as a divine gift, the natural
endowment of every human soul, showing itself
at first in the form that we call appreciation.
This appreciation leads a certain number to
produce actual works of art, greater or lesser,
perhaps a temple, perhaps only a cup, but it
leads the majority to desire finer form, and
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more harmony of tone and color in surroundings
and the things of daily use. It is the
individual's right to have full control of
these powers." (2, p. 70)
The influence of Dow is still present in the schools
of today.
F. Colonel Frank Parker, in a way, was one of the
originators of what we called the progressive movement
in education.

He was superintendent of schools in

Quincy, Massachusetts.

Under his supervision, the system

prospered with less formalism in the school room and
more time spent outdoors studying nature.
It is the belief of some historians that Parker was
the forerunner of John Dewey's thinking on education.
G. James Paxton Haney in 1908 wrote the book, Art
Education in the Public Schools of the United States.

He

later, in 1916, became art director of the city of New
York.

He seemed to be primarily concerned with appreci-

ation in art, but did adopt into the classroom art
experiments in the progressive manner.

He recognized

the importance and help that could be gained from museums.
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III. The Arts--movements and styles
A. Architecture
Probably the two best known American architects of the
period were Louis Sullivan and his young disciple, Frank
Lloyd Wright.

Sullivan in 1910 was becoming rather

eccentric in his ways.

He was very capable in his field

but was not willing to adapt himself to the trends and
needs in American buildings.

Sullivan said, "A skyscraper

must be every inch a proud and soaring thing."

"He also

laid down the principle--form follows function--buildings
should be designed from the inside out rather than outside
in o

II

(

5 t p • 13)

Wright designed many modern and uniquely different
homes.

The outsides were particularly interesting for

the unusual, but most often, pleasing appearance.
Both men were leaders in their field and it was their
thinking that helped to the modern architecture of today.
B. Painting
Painting, during this short period of time, probably
went through more changes and styles than it did in any
other comparable period of time.

Never were so many eyebrows
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raised in astonishment.

Of course, as is usually true,

only a few of the large number of paintings are still in
the spotlights of modern galleries.
European paintings
Most critics and historians agree that modern painting
began with Paul Cezanne.

His paintings were part of the

general trend of the late 1890's, Post-Impressionism.
This trend was advanced by Cezanne, Seurat, Gauguin and
Van Gogh.

Other groups to follow them would respond to

their new space and color treatments, but would differ
in other ways.
Les Fauves--The naming of this group came about during
the Autumn Salon in Paris of 1905.
This was a group of painters, including
Matisse, Derain, Rouault and others, that
accepted the name Les Fauves, the wild beasts,
after they had been called that in derision by
a critic. Like ferocious animals, they threw
themselves on the alleged laws and traditions
of painting and tore them to shreds. (11, p. 379)
The alteration of the original subject toward a
deliberate arrangement of space, lines and color areas
was present in all of their paintings.

But, the group

produced no certain style or technique of painting, to
be sure, for all were different.

However, there did
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seem to be unity in the simplications and grasp for rhythmic
expressions in all their work.
Shortly after the Fauves came the Cubists.

Cubism,

strangely enough, was named by Matisse when he exclaimed
of a canvas by Braque, "It is cubist!

11

"He thus gave a

name to the group that was oust him from leadership."

(1, p. 364)

The two better known artists emerging from this group
were, Pablo Picasso and Georges Braque.

The first

impression from looking at their canvases was that they
were in motion.
sculpture.

Early Cubism was influenced by African

This shows up in the way the forms are broken

down into sharply angled planes.

Although these paintings

seemed to lack depth, they made up for this with delicate
color arrangements, textural appearance, unity and balance.
The most publicized artist of our times
is Pablo Picasso, about whom violent controversy
has raged time and again. Like all of the more
important artists, Picasso is capable of painting
a figure realistic enough to satisfy the most
academic spirit, but Picasso is best known for
his experiments leading toward abstraction,
beginning about 1908 in his work and that of
Georges Braque. (11, pp. 379-80)
From the Cubists came still another movement.
to be called Futurism.

It was

"Futurism, primarily Italian,
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produced a dynamic, war-glorifying, machine-worshiping
art that utilized the form-breaking techniques of Cubism
in a more active, more coloristic manner on subjects
involving speed, motion, and machinery."

(8, pp. 630-1)

They seemed to believe that Cubism had gone too far in
elimination of the solidity of the objects.

Therefore,

they restored this and also added repetition to their
paintings.

The use of little chevrons, called force

symbols, were also present on many canvases.
American painting was rather limited, almost to the
group discussed earlier, "The Eight or Ash Can School''.
The group included Henri, Luks, Sloan, Glackens, Shinn,
Lawson, Prendergast and Davies.

Each one, more or less,

had his own style, but all painted similar subject matter,
the common things of America.
C. Sculpture
Sculpture followed along traditional lines for most of
the early part of the period covered, both in Europe and
the United States.
William Zorach, Jacob Epstein and Chaim Gross were
best known of American sculptors during this early period.
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Later, Jacques Lipchitz, at the time of the Cubists,
experimented in sculpture using forms similar to the
Cubists.
In Europe, Rodin, Brancusi and Gabo were stealing the
headlines from the rest.

Rodin followed more closely the

traditional work of earlier artists, while Brancusi went
in for what he called "pure form", developed from the
purist school.

Naum Gabo experimented in linear constructions.

IV. Art education
A. The educational setup in 1900
"The school in 1900:
1. Organization rather rigid and mechanized, 8-4-4 plan
2. Aim: largely knowledge
3. Method: formal and invariable
4. Content: traditional and conventional
5. Discipline: rigid, the good child the passive and
receptive one
6. The school was child-centered, but the psychology
of the child was poorly understood
7. It was only partly democratized, instruction being
largely academic and given to the children en
masse
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Factors of change operating around 1900:
1. Changes in racial composition of citizenry of the
United States.
2. Coming of the machine age with changes in:
a. Industry
b. Transportation
c. Communications
3. Urbanization with changes in:
a. Home
b. Recreation
c. All social institutions
4. Reinterpretation of education and social theory by
John Dewey, Colonel Parker and others." (10, p. 17)
B. Curriculums and curriculum changes
Many changes and attempted changes in curriculums were
developing at the turn of the century.

It was probably

John Dewey, Professor of Philosophy and Head of the
Department of Education at the University of Chicago from
1894 to 1904, who started the ball rolling toward the

current educational revolution.
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Dewey's theory was that
The life of the school was to be active,
not passive; the children were to work not
merely listen. The curriculum was to be
organized around four chief impulses: the
social instinct of children, the instinct of
making--the constructive impulse, the
expressive instinct--the art instinct, and
the impulse toward inquiry of finding out
things. (9, p. 37)

J. L. Meriann in 1904 and for a few years after sought
to develop a school program without any definite class
periods, subjects or time limitations.

The school day

was to be a continuing series of activities for the child.
It would include fieldtrips, group discussions, nature
studies and projects with physical activities required.
In a few years the program was broken down into four
divisions: observation, play, stories and hand work.

The

day was also divided into four periods of ninety minutes
each.
Leon Loyal Winslow in his book, Organization and
Teaching of Art (12) had several rather formal ideas on
the curriculum setups for both elementary and secondary
schools.

He believed that art instruction in the

elementary schools could be placed under five categories:
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color, plant drawing, object drawing, design and
construction.

As a more detailed example, this is a

breakdown of the heading color: the spectrum, typical
colors, values of color, hues of colors, complementary
colors, chromas or intensities of color and scales of
color.

All other headings were equally as complex, so

that the child would find it difficult to learn all of
these and still be able to work in a creative atmosphere.
He believed art should be taught as a general subject
in the junior high and should teach both the appreciation
and working fundamentals of the art of all.
Senior high courses would be planned to prepare those
going into professional art schools or to art courses in
college.

Also general art courses should be offered to

those who might be interested and they would emphasize
use in the household field.
The Francis

w.

Parker School of Chicago was opened

under the watchful eye of Flora Cooke in 1901.

For a

quarter of a century it tried to, but couldn't, make
any radical changes in its curriculum.

The colleges and

universities nearby would not allow it done.

For nearly
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the same period of time nearly all the graduates of the
school went on to college.

So here was a school that

wanted to join the progressive movement but could not.
Since 1909 there has been a drive to adopt junior high
schools into the curriculum plans.

The first was at

Berkeley, California, in 1909.

Grand Rapids and Los

Angeles soon followed in 1911.

During the ten years

following the first one, nearly 500 school systems could
boast of junior high schools.
Finally by 1920, art education was clearly beginning
to follow three distinct paths.
"1. Fine arts: drawing, painting, sculpture

2. Appreciation: art as culture, taste and discrimination
3. Industrial art: crafts, art for industry
The broadening base of art education was beginning to
be quite impressive.

In many localities, especial:ly in

the larger school systems, progressive teachers were
attempting to balance the offerings of the art program
along the lines indicated above."

(2, p. 73)

The general aim in education was to hold as many pupils
in school and make vocational plans for those going to
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work.

The requirements of the individual were to be

looked into more carefully.
C. Physical plan of classroom
It was suggested that in every grade, the well designed,
convenient workroom that would be a delight to work in,
would surely get top results.

Color schemes could help

make the rooms more inviting to enter and both cheerful
and restful to study and work in.
D. Testing and measuring
Binet developed the first intelligence scale in 1905.
Goddard, in 1908, translated it into English.

Around 1910,

William Stern developed the intelligence quotient.

In

1916 the Stanford Revision of the Binet Scale was
published by Terman.

It still contained the best features,

but its faults had been eliminated and it was altered
for use in the United States.
Many other intelligence tests, both individual and
group, appeared: Otis, Yerkes-Bridges, Terman, Thorndike,
and others.
By 1916, intelligence tests were being used as part
of the college entrance examinations.
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E. Professional organizations influence
In 1899 the National Education Association appointed
a conunittee of ten to report on drawing in the public
schools.

The conunittee's report in some ways predicted

the future developments in art.

Making only minor changes,

we can see what they advocated is about what art education
stands for today.
The following aims were decided upon by the conunittee
of ten on art education:
II

1. to develop an appreciation of the beautiful.

2. to develop the creative impulse.

3. to off er a consistent development of the faculty

of sight.
4. to acquire ability to represent.
5. to prepare pupils for manual industry is purely

incidental.
6. the development of professional artists is in no
sense the aim of art education in the public
schools." (2, pp. 65-6)
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